Improving School Learning: 
TTie Student Perspective 

by James L. Gentilucci 


Most readers, especially those conver- 
sant with the contemporary American K- 
12 educational system, should not be sur- 
prised that poor student learning appears 
to be a distinct and pernicious problem in 
the United States. The continuing debate 
among educational policy makers and 
practitioners about how best to improve 
learning has yielded a multitude of federal, 
sfafe, and local reform efforfs. Yef, as prom- 
ising as some of fhese efforfs are, fhere is 
sfill a growing sense among many educa- 
fional sfakeholders fhaf fhey have only 
marginally enhanced learning in America's 
classrooms (Sfeinberg, Brown, and 
Dornbusch 1996). 

What You See Depends 
ON Where You Stand 

If is insfrucfive fo nofe fhaf many re- 
form efforfs were developed using an "ob- 
jecfivisf" or "oufsider" research paradigm. 
Implicif in fhis paradigm is fhe nofion fhaf 
sfudenfs are objecfs whose learning can be 
clinically observed, described, or mea- 
sured. Based on fhese observafions, de- 
scripfions, or measuremenfs, researchers 
draw inferences abouf possible mofives 
underlying sfudenfs' behavior and im- 
pufe behavioral meanings in ferms of 
fhese inferences. Alfhough if has pro- 
duced a subsfanfive body of quanfifiable 
dafa regarding academic performance 
(e.g., sfandardized fesf scores), fhe objec- 


fivisf research paradigm has nof produced 
yef a safisfacfory fheorefical explanation for 
fhe learning problem because if fails fo con- 
sider whaf sfudenfs fhrnk and feel abouf 
learning. 

Sfudenfs are powerful deferminers of 
fhe learning fhaf occurs in fheir classrooms. 
Undersfanding why fhey learn well or 
poorly is predicafed upon clearly under- 
sfanding fheir perspecfives on learning. 
Affer decades of objecfivisf research, how- 
ever, we sfill know little abouf how fhese 
perspecfives influence sfudenfs' academic 
performance. The nofed sociologisf 
Howard Becker and his colleagues firsf puf 
fheir finger on fhis fheorefical problem over 
35 years ago. Becker, Geer, and Hughes 
(1968) suggesfed fhaf fhose who follow fhe 
objecfivisf research paradigm fail fo ad- 
equafely invesfigafe fhe subjecfive mean- 
ings, or fhe fhoughfs and feelings embed- 
ded in sfudenfs' acfions. Therefore, fhey 
carmof fell us zvhat sfudenfs fhink and feel 
abouf learning and why fhey relafe fo if fhe 
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way they do. This is a crucial flaw as noted 
by the influential English sociologists 
Hammersley and Woods (1984, 3): 

There can be little doubt that pu- 
pils' own interpretations of school pro- 
cesses represent a crucial link in the 
educational chain. Unless we under- 
stand how pupils respond to different 
forms of pedagogy and school organi- 
zation and why they respond in the 
ways that they do, our efforts to in- 
crease the effectiveness, or to change 
the impact, of schooling will stand 
little chance of success. 

To avoid this flaw, then, it seems rea- 
sonable to argue that researchers, teachers, 
and school reformers should use subjectiv- 
ist or insider research to provide theoreti- 
cal and empirical bases for more effective 
learning interventions. Such research 
would allow students to speak for and 
about themselves, thereby revealing first- 
hand the subjective meanings they attach 
to learning-related behavior. 

Interestingly, a number of studies have 
been directed toward increased use of sub- 
jectivist research over the last 40 years. 
These approaches received considerable in- 
ternational attention from American and 
British scholars during the 1960s, 1970s, 
and early 1980s, especially those influenced 
by the theories of symbolic interactions and 
phenomenology, and their emphasis on 
identifying meanings embedded in actions. 

During the mid-1980s, a small group 
of researchers at the University of Califor- 
nia-Santa Barbara used subjectivist re- 
search approaches (e.g., ethnographic ob- 
servation and interviewing) to investigate 
student perspectives on a number of 
learning-related variables including re- 
sponsibility for learning, commitment to 
learning goals, and the effect of classroom 
goal structures on the motivation to learn. 


The findings of these student-perspective 
studies suggested that a small number of 
frequently occurring, within-classroom 
variables might be interfering with stu- 
dents' efforts to learn well. What was miss- 
ing from this line of research, however, was 
an investigation of elementary students' 
perspectives that would explicate these 
variables and describe how they impeded 
efforts to learn well. 

Investigating Elementary Students’ 
Perspectives on Learning 

Consequently, a study of elementary 
students' perspectives on learning was con- 
ducted to fill this research gap. The study 
focused on three questions: 

1. Is learning important for elementary 
students? 

2. If so, what collective thoughts and 
feelings do they develop about their 
learning? 

3. What collective reactions do they de- 
velop in response to these learning-related 
thoughts and feelings? 

Again, the driving premise of the study 
was that students themselves, rather than 
scholars, administrators, teachers, or par- 
ents could tell us best what was wrong with 
their learning experience and how best to 
fix it. 

Methodology 

The study was based on a secondary 
analysis of data collected during the 1978- 
1979 school year. These data were selected 
for analysis because the researcher who 
collected them had successfully "entered 
the child's world" (Corsaro 1985) by be- 
coming a sixth-grade student for an entire 
school year. The researcher gathered the 
data using an ethnographic observant 
participant methodology that was com- 
prised of both participating observation 
and respondent-driven interviewing 
(Spradley 1979 and 1980). 
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During this time, the researcher con- 
ducted participating observations of stu- 
dents in two different classrooms and used 
his findings fo guide a series of 54 unsfruc- 
fured efhnographic inferviews. These ef- 
forfs produced over 2,500 pages of fran- 
scripfs filled wifh sfudenfs' descripfions of 
school- and learning-relafed problems, as 
well as fhe fhoughfs, feelings, and reacfions 
engendered by fhose 
problems. 

An efhnographic dafa- 
analysis software program 
was used to scrutinize each 
transcript to identify regu- 
larifies fhaf occurred in 
ferms of single words or 
phrases. Using fhese key 
words and phrases, a se- 
ries of codes was devel- 
oped fo fracfure or 
deconfexfualize fhe dafa. 

Subsequenf documenf 
and index searches were 
used fo reconfexfualize fhese fracfured 
dafa and idenfify common or collecfively 
held (68 percenf or more of respondenfs) 
sfudenf perspecfives. 

The final phase of fhe sfudy involved 
assessing fhe reliabilify of fhe findings de- 
rived from fhe dafa analysis. Because fhe 
dafa were collecfed from sfudenfs in two 
different classrooms, it was necessary to 
determine whether the findings were con- 
sisfenf between classrooms and, therefore, 
fruly represenfafive of fhe enfire group's 
collecfively held perspecfives. The age of 
fhe dafa was also a concern, so if was nec- 
essary fo ascerfain whefher or nof fhe leam- 
ing-relafed perspecfives reporfed in 1978- 
1979 had remained sfable across fime. 

To fesf fhe consisfency of fhe findings 
befween classrooms, dafa were disaggre- 
gafed by classroom, and a counf of fhe 
number of sfudenfs in each classroom who 
reporfed one or more collecfively held per- 


specfives was converfed info a proporfion. 
The differences in befween-classroom pro- 
portions were fesfed imder fhe null h 5 q)ofh- 
esis Hg. PI = P2 using a fwo-sample z fesf 
af fhe .05 level of significance. 

To fesf fhe sfabilify of fhe findings 
across fime, if was necessary fo collecf 
new dafa wifh which fhe original dafa 
could be friangulafed (Denzin 1970). To 
accomplish fhis, a focus 
group sfudy was con- 
ducfed in fhe fall of 2000. 
The goal of fhis research 
was nof fo replicafe fhe 
1979 sfudy buf fo ask a 
smaller (N = 12) yef com- 
parable sample of sfu- 
denfs whefher or nof 
fhey fhoughf fhe per- 
specfives reporfed by fhe 
1978-1979 cohorf repre- 
senfed fhose held by 
foday's sfudenfs. 

The resulfs of fhe fo- 
cus group sfudy were subjecfed fo an 
idenfical process of analysis. Counfs of 
fhe number of sfudenfs in fhe 2000 cohorf 
who agreed wifh one or more of fhe col- 
lecfively held perspecfives identified by 
fhe 1978-1979 cohorf were converfed info 
proportions, and fhe differences befween 
cohorf proportions were fhen fesfed un- 
der fhe null hypofhesis Hg. PI = P2 using 
fhe same fwo-sample z fesf af fhe 0.05 
level of significance. 

The measure of consisfency befween 
classrooms indicafed fhaf fhe findings 
were indeed a valid represenfafion of fhe 
perspecfives held by af leasf 68 percenf 
of fhe 1978-1979 cohorf. The resulfs of fhe 
2000 focus group sfudy and subsequenf 
comparison of perspecfives befween fhe 
1978-1979 and 2000 cohorfs revealed fhaf 
fhe inifial perspecfives reporfed by fhe 
1978-1979 cohorf had remained sfable 
across fime. 


Students are powerful 
determiners of the 
learning that occurs in 
their classrooms. 
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Limitations 

Although the findings were found fo 
be bofh consisfenf and sfable, fhere are 
fhree limifafions fhaf may affecf fheir 
generalizabilify. Firsf, fhis sfudy focused 
exclusively on elemenfary sfudenfs. Addi- 
fional research would be required fo ascer- 
fain whefher or nof fhe findings represenf 
similar perspecfives by secondary and 
ferfiary sfudenfs. Second, fhere is a sub- 
sfanfive body of research fhaf suggesfs 
oufside-classroom variables such as so- 
cioeconomic sfafus may affecf how well 
or poorly elemenfary sfudenfs learn. The 
goal of fhis sfudy, however, was fo sur- 
face elemenfary sfudenfs' perspecfives on 
wifhin-classroom variables fhaf promofe 
or impede learning. Consequenfly, fhe 
findings of fhis sfudy should be viewed 
as an augmenfafion fo — rafher fhan an 
explanafory subsfifufe for — exfanf re- 
search in fhis area. Finally, use of fhe fwo- 
sample z fesf fo measure differences in pro- 
porfional responses between the 1978-1979 
and 2000 cohorts was open to minor statis- 
tical error due to unequal sample sizes {N 
> 30 for 1978-1979 cohort; N < 15 for 2000 
cohorf). To minimize pofenfial errors in sfa- 
fisfical inference arising from fhe differ- 
ences in sample size, exfensive qualifafive 
dafa were used fo corroborafe fhe quanfi- 
fafive findings. 

Rndings 

Much fo fhe chagrin of fhose who 
blame poor learning on sfudenfs' general 
disrnferesf in all fhings academic, fhis sfudy 
found fhaf elemenfary sfudenfs are genu- 
inely inferesfed in learning. A few wifhin- 
classroom variables, however, roufinely 
inf erf ere wifh fheir efforfs fo learn well. For 
example, fhe findings indicafed fhaf almosf 
all (96 percenf) of fhe sfudenfs in fhe 1978- 
1979 cohorf fhoughf fhaf learning nof only 
was imporfanf, buf fhe mosf imporfanf rea- 
son for affending school. 


Alfhough nearly all sfudenfs fhoughf 
learning was imporfanf, fhey also reporfed 
fhaf unchallenging curriculum, feacher 
misbehavior, overuse of cooperafive learn- 
ing, and inadequafe insfrucfion frequenfly 
hindered fheir learning. 

• The vasf majorify (91 percenf) of co- 
horf members fhoughf fheir schoolwork 
was unchallenging. Of fhis majorify, mosf 
fhoughf fheir schoolwork was offen foo 
easy (61 percenf) and overly repefifious (59 
percenf). As a resulf, mosf felf bored (82 
percenf). Like Goldilocks in fhe fairy fale 
of fhe Three Bears, fhese cohorf members 
fhoughf fhey learned besf when insfruc- 
fional acfivifies were neifher foo easy nor 
foo repefifious buf "jusf righf" in forms of 
challenge. 

• A large number (74 percenf) of cohorf 
members also fhoughf fheir feachers fre- 
quenfly misbehaved by being angry, em- 
barrassing fhem, and nof caring abouf 
fhem. Of fhis number, a majorify reporfed 
feeling scared (58 percenf) or embarrassed 
(70 percenf), while a large minorify said 
fhey felf hurf (40 percenf). 

• A subsfanfial number (72 percenf) of 
cohorf members fhoughf fheir feachers 
overused cooperafive learning even fhough 
sfudenfs expressed a sfrong preference for 
learning individually. When forced fo work 
in cooperafive groups, 67 percenf of fhis 
number reporfed feeling discouraged, 72 
percenf said fhey felf frusfrafed, and 82 
percenf reporfed feeling bored. 

• Mosf (70 percenf) of fhe cohorf mem- 
bers fhoughf fheir feachers failed fo feach 
well because fhey frequenfly gof off fhe 
subjecf, falked foo much, didn'f explain 
fhings well, or were nof sfricf enough wifh 
fhose who disrupfed lessons. Of fhese 
members, 76 percenf reporfed fhaf fhey felf 
bored when feachers gof off fhe subjecf or 
falked foo much, 53 percenf said fhey felf 
frusfrafed when feachers failed fo explain 
fhings well, and 42 percenf reporfed feel- 
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ing angry when teachers failed to discipline 
fairly and consistently. Members of the 
1978-1979 cohort reported that they collec- 
tively engaged in four major reactions in 
response to their perspectives about these 
problematic issues. 

1. Cohort members who thought their 
curriculum was unchallenging and who 
felt bored collectively reacted to their 
thoughts and feelings by 

tuning out to pursue 
other more interesting or 
play-like activities. Sev- 
enty-three percent tuned 
out by goofing off, 69 
percent by socializing, 
and 63 percent by being 
inattentive. 

2. Of the cohort mem- 
bers who thought their 
teachers misbehaved and 
who felt scared, embar- 
rassed, or hurt, 70 percent 
reacted by collectively 
shutting down or with- 
drawing from active par- 
ticipation in lessons. 

3. Those cohort members who thought 
teachers overused cooperative learning in 
the classroom and who felt discouraged, 
frustrated, or bored reacted by frequently 
doing their own thing. Seventy-two percent 
did this by socializing in groups, while 67 
percent accomplished it by working in- 
dependently to complete assignments 
during group time. 

4. Finally, of those cohort members who 
thought their instruction was inadequate 
and who felt bored, frustrated, or angry, 71 
percent conspired to keep the teacher off 
track by asking leading questions or tell- 
ing stories to use up class time. 

Implications 

What implications do the findings from 
this study have for educational theory. 


methodology, and practice, and what sug- 
gestions do they provide for improving stu- 
dent learning? 

The first theoretical implication is that 
the use of the subjectivist research para- 
digm has yielded new insight into the 
learning problem. As previously men- 
tioned, some practitioners and policy mak- 
ers have suggested that students learn 
poorly simply because 
learning is not important 
to them. Those who fol- 
low this line of thinking 
posit that students spend 
the majority of their time 
interacting with the hid- 
den curriculum of school 
(Jackson 1968) and rela- 
tively little time focusing 
on the explicit academic 
curriculum. According 
to these individuals, stu- 
dents are indeed study- 
ing subject matter but 
not the subjects that 
truly matter for aca- 
demic success. 

While there is some evidence to suggest 
that this argument may be valid for tertiary 
and secondary students (Hidi and 
Harackiewicz 2000; Marks 2000), the findings 
from this study question its applicability 
to elementary students. On the contrary, el- 
ementary students care deeply about learn- 
ing and perceive it to be the key reason for 
attending school. Indeed, elementary stu- 
dents indicate that they remain focused on 
the subjects that matter and attribute their 
failure to learn well to problems stemming 
from unchallenging curriculum, teacher 
misbehavior, overuse of cooperative learn- 
ing, and inadequate instruction rather than 
to disinterest. 

The second theoretical implication is 
that students perceive the major causes of 
poor learning to be situated within — rather 


Much to the chagrin of 
those who blame poor 
learning on students' 
general disinterest in all 
things academic, this 
study found that 
elementary students are 
genuinely interested in 
learning. 
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than outside — the classroom. In fact, the 
vast majority of sfudenfs' perspecfives on 
learning focused on wifhin-classroom vari- 
ables. No sfudenf, eifher in fhe 1978-1979 
or 2000 cohorf menfioned variables fhaf 
originafe oufside fhe classroom, such as 
race, efhnicify, gender, socioeconomic sfa- 
fus, or social class, as a cause of poor learn- 
ing. Perhaps fhis is because fhese are adulf 
or oufsider issues — nof fhose fhaf roufinely 
occupy fhe minds of school children. 

The final fheorefical implication is fhaf 
fhe learning problem appears nof fo be, as 
ofhers have framed if, a complicafed black 
box fhaf musf be unpacked by years of re- 
search before learning can be subsfanfively 
improved. On fhe confrary, fhis sfudy's 
findings suggesf fhaf if may be much easier 
fo improve sfudenf learning fhan previ- 
ously fhoughf . If schools would offer more 
academically rigorous curriculum, hire 
feachers who feach well and comporf fhem- 
selves properly, and provide more oppor- 
funifies for individual rafher fhan coopera- 
five learning, elemenfary sfudenfs say fhaf 
learning mighf improve significanfly for 
fhem. 

The findings also confribufe fo research 
mefhodology in fhree imporfanf ways. 
Firsf, fhe model of sfudenf perspecfive 
based on fhe work of Becker, Greer, and 
Hughes (1968) clearly demonsfrafes fhaf if 
is nof possible fo undersfand why sfudenfs 
learn well or poorly wifhouf undersfand- 
ing fhe fhoughfs and feelings fhaf underlie 
fheir learning-relafed behavior. This sfudy 
also nofed fhaf researchers offen have af- 
fempfed fo work fhe model backward, fry- 
ing fo decipher fhoughfs and feelings sim- 
ply by observing sfudenf behavior. Such an 
approach leaves research open fo possible 
confaminafion by fhe fallacy of objecfivism 
(fhe subsfifufion of one's own perspecfive 
for fhaf of fhe subjecfs under sfudy). Be- 
cause fhe model proved fo be highly effec- 
tive for bringing fo lighf sfudenf perspec- 


fives on learning in fhe elemenfary school, 
if mighf be similarly applied fo ofher edu- 
cafional problems fhaf have nof been safis- 
facforily explained by fradifional objecfiv- 
isf research mefhods. 

Second, fhe collectively held perspecfive 
model made if possible fo obfain a more ac- 
curafe undersfanding of shared motivations 
behind sfudenfs' learning-relafed behavior. 
Confrary fo fhe nofion fhaf classroom be- 
havior is offen a congeries of random and 
disjoinfed acfions, fhis model revealed fhaf 
many behaviors are offen well coordinafed. 

Finally, participating observation was 
shown fo be an effecfive mefhod for help- 
ing sfudenfs become more arficulafe 
spokespeople abouf fheir schooling and 
learning experiences. Respondenf-driven 
inferviewing allows sfudenfs fo formulafe 
fheir own quesfions as well as fheir re- 
sponses, and in doing so, gives fhem free 
reign fo falk abouf fhe learning-relafed is- 
sues fhaf matter mosf fo fhem. By follow- 
ing up fheir commenfs wifh probes, sfu- 
denfs can be encouraged fo consfanfly 
refine and clarify fheir fhoughfs and feel- 
ings, fhereby ensuring fhaf whaf emerges 
from inferviews is indeed fheir own unique 
perspecfive and nof an adulf inferprefafion 
of whaf fhey say. 

Because fhe causes of poor learning 
appear fo be few rafher fhan many, fo be 
simple rafher fhan complex, and fo be 
wifhin fhe confrol of feachers and schools, 
fhis sfudy also has significanf practical im- 
plications. For purposes of clarify, fhe dis- 
cussion of fhese implications has been di- 
vided info four parfs, each addressing one 
or more of fhe core learning problems iden- 
tified by sfudenfs. 

Unchallenging Curriculum 

Unchallenging curriculum has been 
shown previously fo be a significanf prob- 
lem in American schools. For example, 
Flanders (1987) examined fhree commonly 


The Educational Forum - Volume 68 - Winter 2004 
138 



Research 
IN Practice 


used mathematics textbooks to determine 
the degree of challenge they contained as 
measured by the quantity of new maferial 
presenfed on each page. He found fhaf fhe 
amounf of new learning required dropped 
off dramatically between sixth and eighth 
grades, making the texts only marginally 
challenging for sfudenfs in fhese grade 
levels. In a similar finding, Schmidf, 
McKnighf, and Raizen 
(1997, 122) found fhaf "of- 
ficial curricular guides 
[and] fexfbooks . . . can be 
characferized as 'a mile 
wide and an inch deep.'" 

They found fhe majorify of 
curriculum offered fo 
American sfudenfs was 
unfocused, lacking in suf- 
ficienf depfh and specific- 
ify, and laboriously repeti- 
tive from year fo year. 

This sfudy offers fwo 
recommendafions for 
making school curriculum 
more challenging. Firsf, 
fhe level of difficulfy in fhe curriculum 
should be mafched wifh individual learn- 
ers' skill levels. Sfudenfs appear fo learn 
besf when fheir curriculum confains a de- 
gree of challenge fhaf is equal fo or slighfly 
greafer fhan fheir currenf skill and/or 
knowledge levels. As learners masfer spe- 
cific skills, fhe level of difficulfy should be 
increased commensurafely. When forced fo 
choose befween assigning work fhaf may 
be foo easy or foo difficulf, feachers should 
err on fhe side of challenge. 

Second, while a cerfain amounf of rep- 
efifion in curriculum confenf and process 
can effecfively reinforce new learning and 
mainfain skills over fime, such necessarily 
repefifious work should be used judi- 
ciously. Teachers should nof use repefifion 
fo "drill and kill" sfudenfs by using skill- 
mainfenance acfivifies such as bus 5 rwork. 


punishmenf, or sponge acfivifies fo soak up 
unplarmed classroom fime. Overuse of rep- 
efifion can feach sfudenfs fhaf a parficular 
subjecf area is easy fo masfer and requires 
liffle efforf fo gef fhe answers righf. When 
fhese learners encounfer new and challeng- 
ing learning experiences, fhey may nof be 
prepared fo exerf fhe amounf of fime and 
energy necessary fo masfer new maferial 
succesfully. 

Teacher Misbehavior 
Coffon (1999, 409) 
nofed, "Few would argue 
fhaf a harsh or crifical 
classroom environmenf is 
preferable fo a supportive 
one in helping sfudenfs fo 
learn successfully. . . . Yef, 
research . . . shows fhaf 
feachers' behavior can 
sometimes feel disobliging 
fo sfudenfs wifhouf fhe 
feachers' knowing if or in- 
fending fo produce fhaf ef- 
fecf." The findings from 
fhis sfudy confirm Coffon's asserfion. If 
was clear from commenfs gafhered in fhe 
1978-1979 and 2000 sfudies fhaf feacher 
misbehavior is a significanf problem for 
sfudenfs and fhaf fhe problem appears fo 
have worsened over fime. This finding sug- 
gesfs fhaf fhere may be more feachers in 
fhe populafion foday who engage in inap- 
propriafe classroom behavior on a more fre- 
quenf basis fhan did fheir colleagues in 
1978-1979. 

So whaf can be done fo correcf fhis 
problem? Firsf, feachers should sfrive af all 
times fo mainfain professional decorum in 
fheir appearance, marmerisms, and speech. 
Lack of such decorum offen leads fo disci- 
pline problems and diminished learning in 
fhe classroom. Second, fhey should freaf 
sfudenfs respecffully by refraining from 
angry oufbursfs and use of inappropriafe 


Because the variables 
that appear to cause 
poor learning lie 
within the classroom, 
virtually every 
educator in America 
can successfully 
manipulate them. 
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language. These behaviors appear to dam- 
age student morale and create hostile learn- 
ing environments. Instead, teachers should 
use sensitivity, humor, encouragement, and 
praise to create supportive and psychologi- 
cally safe classrooms where students feel 
comforfable faking risks and making mis- 
fakes. Finally, feachers should lef sfudenfs 
know fhaf fhey care abouf fhem. Sfudenfs 
in fhis sfudy reporfed fhaf fhey learned 
more effecfively in classes where fhey per- 
ceived fhaf fhe feacher genuinely cared. 

Overuse of Cooperative Learning 

This sfudy revealed fhaf individual 
rafher fhan cooperafive learning may help 
sfudenfs learn mosf effecfively. This find- 
ing is surprising because if appears fo con- 
fradicf a long-sfanding and subsfanfive 
body of research abouf fhe superiorify of 
cooperafive learning over individual learn- 
ing (Johnson and Johnson 1999). Confro- 
versy nofwifhsfanding, sfudenfs may learn 
beffer individually rafher fhan coopera- 
fively for several reasons. 

Firsf, individual learning allows sfu- 
denfs fo make choices abouf whaf fo learn, 
how fo learn, and fhe pace af which fhey 
learn. When sfudenfs are given confrol over 
fheir learning, fheir mofivafion fo learn and 
academic achievemenf improve subsfan- 
fially (Wilson 1994). Cooperafive learning, 
conversely, removes confrol over learning 
from fhe individual and gives if fo fhe 
group. Sfudenfs are nof free fo make 
choices abouf confenf, learning modalifies, 
and pace. This appears fo diminish mofi- 
vafion fo learn and, consequenfly, harms 
academic achievemenf (Deci and Ryan 
1985). 

Second, individual learning provides 
opporfunifies for personal recognifion and 
reward. Mosf sfudenfs prefer fo be re- 
warded for individual rafher fhan group 
work, and fhis is especially frue when if 
comes fo grades. While research has shown 


fhaf individual grades are very powerful 
mofivafors (Covington 1998), fhis sfudy 
reveals fhaf whole-group grades may ac- 
fually lower mofivafion fo learn. Even in 
highly homogeneous groups, sfudenfs are 
aware fhaf nof everyone pufs forfh fhe 
same amounf of efforf fo complefe learn- 
ing assignmenfs. Those who do fhe major- 
ify of fhe work and yef receive fhe same 
grade as fhose who puf forfh minimum ef- 
forf offen describe fhemselves as being 
ripped off or cheafed by fhe cooperafive 
grading scheme. 

Third, research shows fhaf when sfu- 
denfs accomplish learning fasks on fheir 
own, if heightens fheir sense of personal 
compefence and improves self-esfeem. 
Wilson (1994, 217) nofed fhaf such occur- 
rences cause sfudenfs fo "experience feel- 
ings of confenfmenf, pride, safisfacfion, 
and confidence." 

So, how can fhis finding abouf fhe effi- 
cacy of individual learning besf inform 
pracfice? Perhaps fhe mosf imporfanf les- 
son is fhaf sfudenfs believe fhey learn aca- 
demic confenf besf when fhey are required 
fo master if on fheir own. Sfudenfs under- 
sfand fhaf ofhers cannof learn anyfhing for 
fhem — fhey musf do fhaf for fhemselves. 
Therefore, fhey should be given clear crife- 
ria regarding each learning fask and be held 
personally accounfable for meefing fhose 
criferia. 

Sfudenfs also fhink fhey learn besf 
when feachers acknowledge and reward in- 
dividual efforf and accomplishmenfs. 
Therefore, feachers should provide ample 
opporfunifies for sfudenfs fo shine as indi- 
viduals — nof merely as members of a 
group. Addifionally, feachers should use an 
appropriafe and consisfenf sysfem of re- 
warding individual academic achievemenf. 
Such rewards are highly mofivafing and do 
nof, as some have argued, harm learning 
and damage self-esfeem. On fhe confrary, 
an individual reward is a powerful form of 
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feedback that helps students assess how 
well they are learning and provides them 
with information they need to take self- 
corrective measures. 

Finally, teachers should intersperse judi- 
ciously cooperative-learning activities with 
individual learning tasks to teach students 
the skills they need to work successfully with 
others. Using a limited amount of coopera- 
tive learning would meet the cognitive and 
affective needs of those students who learn 
best in such settings (Covington 1998). 

Before leaving this discussion of coop- 
erative learning, it is important to note that 
additional research is needed to determine 
whether or not individual learning actually 
does produce greater academic achieve- 
ment than cooperative learning. Although 
some have argued that the data about the 
superiority of cooperative learning appear 
rather conclusive (Wulff, Nyquist, and 
Abbott 1987), Johnson and Johnson (1999) 
reported that when more than 375 studies 
comparing the effectiveness of coopera- 
tive, individualistic, and competitive 
learning were considered, there was only 
a .03 difference in the effect size measuring 
the efficacy of cooperative learning (.67) 
and individualistic learning (.64). This in- 
significant difference provides sufficient 
cause to question the claim that coopera- 
tive learning produces greater academic 
achievement than individual learning and 
presents a cogent argument for further in- 
vestigation of the claims made by coopera- 
tive learning advocates. 

Inadequate Instruction 

Though this study provides several 
suggestions for improving students' in- 
structional experiences, a comprehensive 
review of effective teaching practices is be- 
yond its scope. The practical implications 
for improving instruction presented here 
focus only on those pedagogical issues that 
were raised by students in this study. 


First and foremost, students learn most 
effectively when teachers explain lesson 
material well, check for imderstanding, and 
reteach material as necessary. This process 
of teach-check-reteach is known as mastery 
learning and is based on the assumption 
that all students can learn given appropri- 
ate time. In mastery learning, clear stan- 
dards are established by the teacher, and 
requisite instruction, time, and feedback are 
provided to help each student master the 
lesson material at a specified criterion level. 
If students do not meet the criterion, they 
are provided additional time and instruc- 
tion to help them attain the learning objec- 
tive. This process continues until all stu- 
dents have mastered the content. 

Second, students learn best when 
teachers avoid urmecessary digression dur- 
ing instruction. When teachers frequently 
go off on a tangent or allow students to do 
so, they confuse students and waste valu- 
able instructional time. Teachers also 
should be cognizant of the fact that if stu- 
dents know it is easy to get them off track, 
the students will conspire to do so when it 
meets their needs. They do this by encour- 
aging teachers to tell stories or by asking 
leading questions that steer teachers away 
from what students perceive to be boring 
lesson topics. Students often become so 
skillful at this gambit that many teachers 
are unaware that students are manipulat- 
ing them. 

Third, students learn well when teach- 
ers limit the amount of teacher talk during 
lessons. While a certain amount of lecture 
is necessary during most lessons, success- 
ful teachers understand that talking is not 
always teaching and listening is not always 
learning. Hence, learning is enhanced when 
teachers skillfully balance lecture and ac- 
tivity to keep students engaged with con- 
tent throughout lessons. 

Finally, students learn best in environ- 
ments where teachers establish and consis- 
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tently enforce classroom rules. Both corre- 
lational and observational research sup- 
ports this assertion about the necessity of 
an orderly environment for optimal learn- 
ing (Cotton 1999). Students learn more ef- 
fectively when teachers begin class 
promptly, reinforce positive behavior, stop 
disruptions quickly, and apply rules fairly 
to all students. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Numerous studies have been under- 
taken in an effort to create learning inter- 
ventions and reforms that will improve the 
academic performance of American school 
children (Block, Everson, and Guskey 
1999). These efforts have produced a con- 
siderable body of research about effective 
teaching and schooling, and some of this 
knowledge has been translated into a set 
of best practices that currently guide 
American educators. 

However, as evidence from the Third 
International Mathematics and Science 
Study-Repeat (TIMMS-R) has shown, 
American students continue to learn less 
successfully than their peers in other coun- 
tries (Hoff 2000). This raises an interesting 
question. Given our extensive knowledge 
about the practices that promote optimal 
learning, why does the rising tide of medi- 
ocrity first identified in the United States 
National Gommission on Excellence in 
Education's 1983 publication A Nation at Risk 
continue to plague American schools? The 
findings from this study provide several in- 
sights that may help answer this question. 

Eirst, the findings argue that effective 
reform and improvement efforts must take 
into consideration students' perspectives 
on schooling and learning. Without a clear 
understanding of the subjective meanings 
students assign to their behavior, future 
research may continue to be plagued by the 
fallacy of objectivism. Second, the findings 
argue against the notion that elementary 


students learn poorly simply because learn- 
ing doesn't matter to them. The results of 
this study clearly indicate that these stu- 
dents believe learning to be the raison d' 
etre for school. 

Einally, the findings call into question 
research that places blame for poor learn- 
ing on factors outside of school. While is- 
sues such as race, ethnicity, gender, socio- 
economic status, and poverty undoubtedly 
influence students' ability to learn well, the 
root causes of poor learning appear to lie 
squarely within the classroom. Indeed, the 
results of this study indicate that only a few, 
alterable, within-classroom variables re- 
lated to curriculum, instruction, teacher 
behavior, and cooperative learning hold the 
key to substantially improving learning in 
the elementary school. Because the vari- 
ables that appear to cause poor learning lie 
within the classroom, virtually every edu- 
cator in America can successfully manipu- 
late them. One does not need an advanced 
degree to add challenge to lesson content, 
to comport oneself professionally in the 
classroom, to use the principles of effective 
instruction, or to encourage individual 
achievement as well as cooperative effort. 

These appear to be relatively straight- 
forward solutions. Why, then, are they not 
the focus of most current educational re- 
form efforts? Perhaps because it has be- 
come more lucrative and interesting for 
some reformers to explore the effects of 
politically popular issues than to focus on 
well-documented and less scintillating 
problems such as unchallenging curricu- 
lum or inadequate instruction. 

Billions of dollars in research monies 
are awarded each year for innovative 
studies that investigate politically fash- 
ionable issues, and the mantra that often 
guides current research is no longer 
"What works?" but "What's new?" This 
may explain why a significant number of 
current studies are looking everywhere 
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but the classroom and considering every- 
thing but the student perspective to ex- 
plain why school children learn well or 
poorly. As long as research continues to 
ignore or marginalize the student per- 
indeed. 
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